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Background: Affects, both positive and negative, can act as mediators between self-esteem
and happiness. The present study is undertaken among 812 university students in order to
examine the relationship between these variables.
Methods: The sample included 812 university students – 361 men (44.46%) and 451
women (55.54%) – who participated voluntarily. The Positive and Negative Affect Scale,
Subjective Happiness Scale and Self-Esteem Scale were the instruments used in this study.
Results: The results revealed that men have greater self-esteem and positive affects, while
women scored higher in terms of subjective happiness. The analysis revealed a significant
correlation between the variables under analysis. Positive affects show a strong positive
correlation between self-esteem and happiness, while negative affects show a negative
correlation. Mediation analysis suggests that affects, both positive and negative, mediate
the relationship between self-esteem and subjective happiness. The results of this study may
present us with new perspectives concerning the role that affects play between self-esteem
and happiness.
Conclusion: The data present evidence of the mediating role-played by affects, both
positive and negative, in the relationship between self-esteem and happiness. More research
is needed to examine to what extent these results can be extrapolated, and how to design
measures to improve psychological health and well-being.
Keywords: positive affects, negative affects, self-esteem, happiness, mediation
Self-esteem is defined as the way we value ourselves. It can thus be defined as
a multidimensional construct constituted by cognitive, biological, emotional, social
and behavioural factors in interaction with environmental variables and the person’s
perception of these factors.1 It can be defined as the subject’s evaluative self-
perception, and it has important emotional implications with regard to the way
subject’s value themselves.2 Self-esteem is one of most important functions in terms
of personality, behaviour, motivation and personal development.3 While some
studies point out the importance of genetics, others argue that self-esteem is
a result of actions and affects, which develop throughout the life of the
individual.4,5
On the other hand, happiness is an emotional state which is satisfactory for the
person. It is the sum of positive activities and emotions. Studies on happiness
indicate that happy people are successful in different life spheres, such as romantic
relationships, friendship, work and health.6 Those who perceive themselves as
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happy adapt better to everyday experiences, improving
their decision-making and perceiving and interpreting
social conditions and stressful situations in a more positive
light.6,7 People are happy when they meet their ends and
frustrated when they do not, the latter leading to a loss of
happiness. Happiness is a construct constituted by multiple
variables, both internal and external, and different studies
have pointed out its relationship with self-esteem.8,9
Furthermore, the way a person live and express his/her
happiness and emotion can be mediated by their person-
ality, which can be defined as a series of individual char-
acteristics and differences that distinguish one person from
another.7 Thereby, the age of university students is very
important in the way the adult personality is established
and configured and the happiness, in the same way as the
degree of personal self-esteem of each student which they
can cause a normalized development or, on the other hand,
can lead to problems or disorders of self-esteem and hap-
piness of the university students which can even lead to
leave or give up their studies.8
Finally, affects have been defined according to two
orthogonal frameworks, positive and negative,
a bipolarity between positive and negative affects which
has an hereditary base;10 while positive affects occupy the
field of pleasant emotions (motivation, energy, desire for
affiliation, achievement or success), negative affects repre-
sent unease and unpleasant emotions (fear, inhibition,
insecurity, frustration and failure).11,12 Thus, someone
with highly positive affects is used to experiencing feel-
ings of satisfaction, enthusiasm, energy, friendship, union,
affirmation and confidence. They are related with extro-
version, optimism and resilience behaviours. Someone
with highly negative affects tends to experience lack of
interest, boredom, sadness, guilt, embarrassment and envy.
They can also feel temperamental sensitivity to negative
stimuli: vegetative lability, stressors and unfavorable
atmospheres.11,12
The dimension of positive affects is strongly correlated
with that of the hedonic and allows the person to feel alert
and engaged, emotions which they enjoy, while negative
affects are correlated with psychophysiological distress. In
short, affective states are natural responses to wins and
losses throughout life.
According to the literature, self-esteem is a primary com-
ponent of happiness, and can be used to predict it.13–16
Besides, some authors have suggested that affects play an
important role in interpersonal relations, and that they can be
linked to individual self-esteem and happiness.17–19 It has
been shown that affects are used as a confrontation strategy
to control emotions12 and his relationship with
personality.20,21 In this way, we should consider the possibi-
lity of evaluating the importance of affects, both positive and
negative, as mediators of the relationship between self-
esteem and happiness.
Therefore, this research will contribute to the scientific
literature the role and influence of positive and negative
affects on their mediation with the relationship between
self-esteem and happiness in university students, with
hardly any studies investigating them.
Consequently, our research aimed to analyse the rela-
tionship between self-esteem and happiness, and the med-
iating effect that affects (both positive and negative) could
have in this relationship.
Hypothesis 1: The level of self-esteem has an effect on the
level of emotional happiness.
Hypothesis 2: Positive and negative affects mediate the
relationship between self-esteem and happiness.
Method
Participants
The sample includes 812 university students – 361 men
(44.46%) and 451 women (55.54%) – who participated
voluntarily. All of them signed a document of informed
consent, and the ethical considerations put forward by the
Declaration of Helsinki were observed. Results were ana-
lysed anonymously. The age of participants was between
18 and 40, with an average age of 20.73 (s.d. = 3.811).
Instruments
PANAS Questionnaire11
The Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS) includes
20 items, 10 of which refer to Positive Affects (PA) and
the other 10 to Negative Affects (NA), distributed in two
Likert scales. The values refer to the time when the survey
was carried out and go from 0 (absence of the emotion) to
5 (frequent presence of the emotion). The value of α was
0.90 for positive affects and 0.87 for negative affects.
Subjective Happiness Scale22
This is a global measure of subjective happiness, which
evaluates a molar category of wellbeing as a global psy-
chological phenomenon. This scale goes beyond the mere
addition of positive and negative emotional states and the
cognitions related to these phenomena but rather consider
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the definition of happiness from the point of view of
respondents. It includes 4 items in a Likert scale. In our
survey, this scale presented a high degree of internal con-
sistency, with Cronbach’s α taking a value of 0.82.
Self-Esteem Scale23
This questionnaire aims to explore individual self-esteem,
understood as feelings of self-value and self-respect. The
scale consists of 10 items framed as sentences, five of
which are enunciated positively, the other five being enun-
ciated negatively, in order to avoid acquiescence bias
of 0.80.
Procedure
Participants were given twenty minutes to fill the above-
described questionnaires and the informed consent form.
In all cases, they were reminded that the information
provided would remain anonymous and confidential. The
study protocol was approved by the Ethics Review
Committee of Psychology and Sociology Department–
University of Zaragoza. All questionnaires were anon-
ymous and participants were voluntary. The data were
collected between April and May 2019.
The statistical analysis of the data was carried out with
software SPSS v.26.0. After performing normal distribu-
tion and equality of variances tests, we decided to use
parametric techniques. Each variable was subject to
descriptive analysis. In all cases, we used the lowest sig-
nification level possible. Bilateral contrasts were under-
taken. For two-group hypothesis testing, we used
Students’ t distribution. Finally, mediation analyses were
undertaken to test whether the relationship between self-
esteem and happiness is mediated by positive and negative
affects, following the method proposed by Baron and
Kenny.24 This is an analysis strategy for testing mediation
hypotheses. In this method for mediation, there are two
paths to the dependent variable. The independent variable
(a) must predict the dependent variable (b), and the inde-
pendent variable must predict the mediator (c). Mediation
is tested through three regressions: 1) Independent variable
predicting the dependent variable; 2) Independent variable
predicting the mediator; and 3) Independent variable and
mediator predicting the dependent variable.
Calculations were performed in order to determine the
potency of sample size for the mediation model used,
following the guidelines offset out by Schoemann et al.25
The analyses26 indicated that, to obtain a power of 0.80,
a sample of 202 participants are needed for positive affects
and 79 for negative affects. However, since the research
presented in this paper was part of a broader study, we
decided to work with the whole sample, which was power-
ful enough to detect the expected effects.
Results
Small gender differences were found in terms of self-
esteem and happiness (Table 1), and it was concluded
that gender influences positive affects, self-esteem and
happiness, but not negative ones.
The results show that men get slightly higher scores in
self-esteem and positive affects, whereas women score
higher in subjective happiness. Concerning negative
affects both groups yielded similar results.
Partial correlations between the self-esteem, subjective
happiness, and positive and negative affects are presented
in Table 2.
Positive affects were positively correlated to self-
esteem (r=0.506**) and happiness (r=0.454**), while
negative affects were negatively correlated with happiness
(r=−0.537**) and self-esteem (r=−0.523**). Self-esteem
and happiness show a strong correlation coefficient
(r=0.647**), whereas positive and negative affects are
negatively correlated (r=−0.255**).
In addition, a cluster analysis was performed (Table 3),
a multivariate technique the main purpose of which is to
group objects with a high degree of internal homogeneity
and external heterogeneity. The idea was to detect patterns
around self-esteem, happiness and positive and negative
affects, taking gender into consideration; the results
Table 1 Results by Gender in Self-Esteem, Happiness and Affects
Men Women Cohen’s d
x sd x sd
Self-esteem 31.77 5.52 30.83 6.10 0.161
Subjective happiness 19.74 4.38 21.06 4.81 −0.286
Positive affects 33.15 5.80 32.33 6.30 0.153
Negative affects 22.65 7.41 22.90 8.10 −0.032
Table 2 Correlations Between Self-Esteem, Happiness and
Affects
Self-Esteem Happiness Positive Affects
Happiness 0.647**
Positive affects 0.506** 0.454**
Negative affects −0.523** −0.537** −0.255**
Note: **p <0.01.
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yielded three groups per gender. Concerning men, the
three groups were as follows: 1) 137 respondents
(37.95%), with self-esteem and subjective happiness
above average, positive affects near average, and below
average negative affects; 2) 63 respondents (17.45%), with
self-esteem, happiness and positive affects below average
and high values for negative affects; and 3) 161 partici-
pants (44.59%), with self-esteem, happiness and negative
affects near average, but positive affects slightly above
average. Concerning women, the three groups were as
follows: 1) 179 participants (39.69%), with self-esteem,
happiness and positive affects above average and negative
affects below average; 2) 119 respondents (26.39%), with
very low scores in terms of self-esteem, happiness and
positive affects, and very high values of negative affects;
and 3) 153 respondents (33.92%), with self-esteem and
happiness near average, but negative and positive affects
below average. Although groups were fairly homogenous
in terms of gender, some differences were detected in
groups 2 and 3; in group 1 men and women yielded similar
results. The percentage of men in the second group (below
average self-esteem, happiness and positive affects) was
9% below women. In the third group, women yielded
lower values in terms of both positive and negative affects.
In order to assess whether the relationship between
self-esteem and happiness is mediated by positive and
negative affects, mediation analyses were undertaken fol-
lowing Baron and Kenny.24 After ensuring that our survey
met all the requisites established by these authors, the
macro Process 3.0 from SPSS (version 26.0) developed
by Hayes27 was used. The mediation analysis took into
consideration sex and age, and neither variable was shown
to have a significant impact in the relationship between
self-esteem and happiness.
In order to test the statistical significance of mediation,
bootstrapping (10,000 runs) and Sobel’s test were under-
taken. Both tests showed that both positive and negative
affects mediate the relationship between self-esteem and
happiness. The results indicated an effect of self-esteem
(VI) on affects as a mediating variable (VM), 0.52 for
positive affects (PA) and −0.69 for negative affects,
(NA), p<0.001 in both cases. Also, the impact of affects
on happiness (VD) was 0.13 for AP and −0.16 for NA,
p<0.001 in both cases. Zero was not included in the boot-
strap interval, CI 95% [0.001–0.002], and Sobel’s test also
indicated that the value of c is statistically significant (z =
2.82; p = 0.005); as a result, we may say that there is total
mediation (Figure 1).
According to our hypothesis, self-esteem has a direct
positive effect on happiness of 0.32 (p < 0.001), with
a total effect (direct + indirect effects) mediated by posi-
tive and negative affects of 0.51 (p < 0.001), suggesting
that positive and negative affects directly mediated the
relationship between self-esteem and happiness. The pro-
portion of variance for happiness as explained by the
model was R2=0.64.
Discussion and Conclusions
The present survey analysed the influence of self-esteem
on happiness, evaluating the potential mediation effect of
affects, both positive and negative, in this relationship. The
survey also presents some descriptive data on self-esteem,
subjective happiness and affects. Results show that men
score better in terms of self-esteem, happiness and affect,
which agrees with recent studies that suggest that men
have a greater ability to recognise and regulate their
emotions.28,29 These results may be related to men’s ten-
dency to agree with positive self-statements, reflecting
unconscious dispositions towards the self.30 Women, how-
ever, scored better in terms of subjective happiness, in
contrast with recent studies that did not detect significant
gender differences in this variable,31 which confirms how
difficult it is to reach conclusive results in this field.32
Therefore, we must conclude that not enough studies
Table 3 Self-Esteem, Happiness and Positive and Negative Affects Cluster
Men (N=361) Women (N=451)
1 2 3 x 1 2 3 x
Self-esteem 34.18 24.25 32.73 31.77 35.44 24.32 30.42 30.83
Subjective happiness 21.71 16.25 19.48 19.74 24.19 16.12 21.20 21.06
Positive affects 32.35 26.13 36.65 33.15 37.55 29.20 28.61 32.33
Negative affects 16.12 35.63 23.02 22.65 19.13 33.48 19.16 22.90
N (%) 137
(37.95)
63
(17.45)
161
(44.59)
179
(39.69)
119
(26.39)
153
(33.92)
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exist to reach firm conclusions concerning the effect of
gender on the variables under study.
In any case, following the proposals put forward by
Vantieghem et al33 and developed by others,34,35 which
recommend working from the perspective of gender identity
theory and that suggest that gender identity may be linked
to some emotional and affective behaviours, it may prove
a fruitful option to investigate the relationship between
gender identity, self-esteem, happiness and affects.
In this study, the cluster analysis took gender into con-
sideration, leading to the emergence of three groups: one in
which self-esteem and subjective happiness was above
average, positive affects were near average, and negative
affects were below average; one in which self-esteem, hap-
piness and negative affects were near average, but positive
affects were slightly above average; and finally, one in
which self-esteem, happiness and positive affects were
below average, and negative affects yielded high scores.
These results suggest that affects are correlated with self-
esteem and subjective happiness, and further, that they
indicate that one in six men and one in four women show
low self-esteem, low subjective happiness values, under-
used positive affects and overused negative affects. Since
this was not a clinical study, these results are concerning,
because an adequate use of affects and robust self-esteem
and happiness can be an important emotional support and
a valuable tool for conflict resolution.36–38
Our second aim was to analyse the potential mediating
effect of affects (positive and negative) in the relationship
between self-esteem and happiness. The value of self-
esteem to predict happiness was demonstrated, as was the
mediating role of positive and negative affects. Self-esteem
has been shown to have an effect on positive affects, which
in turn, had a positive impact upon the happiness of parti-
cipants. Since affects are an emotion-regulating tool,39,40
these results indicate that positive affects can be an indica-
tor of the degree to which a person feels active, alert,
energetic and enthusiastic.41 In addition to this, self-
esteem was shown to have an effect on negative affects,
which in turn have an effect on happiness, probably because
negative affects denote the opposite emotional states: upset,
wrath, guilt, fear and nervousness.12
These results agree with the idea that people with
a high degree of positive affects tend to experience satis-
faction, energy, enthusiasm, engagement, friendship, self-
affirmation and self-confidence, whereas people with
a high degree of negative affects will tend to experience
lack of interest, sadness, boredom, shame, guilt and envy,
all of which are directly linked with self-esteem and sub-
jective happiness.21,42,43
Figure 1 Mediation model for the effect of positive and negative affects in the relationship between self-esteem and happiness, by sex and age. **p<0.01 ***p<0.001.
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Study Limitations
The limitations of this study must be taken into account in
the interpretation of results. Although the sample is statisti-
cally significant, it should be expanded to other population
groups, including clinical groups, where the association
between these constructs – affects, self-esteem, happiness –
may be stronger still. It is also desirable to carry out studies
with a temporal dimension, in order to reveal the evolution
of affects, as well as their relationship with self-esteem and
happiness over a longer time period.
Future Prospects
As future perspectives, it would be interesting to investi-
gate the positive and negative effects and their impact on
other psychological variables. Similarly, it might be inter-
esting to use longitudinal models to assess the evolution of
conditions over time in university students, as well as to
extend the sample to other educational stages, such as
primary or secondary education in adolescents.
Practical Implications
The practical implications derived from this research can
lead strategic strategies that improve the self-esteem and
happiness of university students by teachers addressing
self-determined variables such as motivation, effort and
commitment.
In addition, intervention programs to work with adoles-
cents in the variables can contribute to the integral formation
of students, and reduce school failure at the University.
In conclusion, it can be argued that self-esteem acts as
a predictor of happiness and that affects play a mediating
role in that relationship. It was also concluded that greater
self-esteem leads to greater expression of positive affects
and to the reduction of negative affects. In turn, positive
affects result in greater happiness, while negative affects
lead to less happiness. The results of this study allow us to
demonstrate the predictive role of self-esteem in happiness
and the mediating function that both positive and negative
affects play between self-esteem and happiness.
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